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great heroes, great themes, force themselves upon folk con-
sciousness ; everybody talks about them, as we talk about the
World War, the Russian Revolution or the mighty Dictators.
Time winnows our talk. The flurry of the moment is soon
forgotten j the hopes and dread that shook a people to its in-
most depths remain. Ubiquitous talk turns to oral tradition 5
the survivors of the heroic period acquire authority; their
versions of the events are transmitted to their disciples with
the increasing dignity of years. These versions are gradually
consolidated, and, if possible, harmonized j but, as a rule, many
discrepancies survive. When that process of condensation and
hardening has gone far enough, we realize that a work of
Uter&twre has come into existence, although we could not tell
exactly at what time. This work is finally written down. In a
few outstanding cases, it is hailed as a masterpiece. Later ages,
under the delusion that nothing so great and so definite could
come to life without a definite author, will invent the man of
genius who created the masterpiece. Every story that impresses
the world is, like the characters in Pirandello's drama, "in
search of an author," and usually the quest is rewarded. Pos-
terity will even evolve (a true folklore process) a detailed
biography of the mythical author. But the biography, to our
chagrin, may refuse to set in a solid mold: we are told that
seven cities claimed to be the birthplace of Homer,

Of this theory, the best illustration of course is the Homeric
problem as presented in the Prolegomena' of Friedrich August
Wolf (1795). But the same method was applied in many other
cases. Moses, for instance, ceased to be considered as the sole
author of the Pentateuch; the attempt was made to trace
through the pages of the sacred Books several traditional ac-
counts, blending and at times conflicting. The Carolmgian
cycle of epic poetry was accounted for according to the same
hypothesis. It was surmised that the mighty Emperor must
have left an ineffaceable impression upon the popular mind*
We know that there are many "romances" or ballads about
the Spanish hero, El Cid; therefore, there must have been a